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Commentary on "Plato on Women: A Jungian Perspective" by Loraine Beattie Roberts 


There are many extremely interesting points raised in Professor Robert's 
paper. And to consider them in detail would take much more than the 15 minutes 
alloted for commentary. Therefore I would like to focus on a few central 
themes with respect to Plato and Jung and sex identity where my interpretation 
of these two philosophers differs from those you have just heard. 


It is important to separate the main thesis of the paper, from the attempt 
to support this thesis with historical research. The main thesis, namely that 
there are significant existential differences. between men and women and that 
liberation of women should not imply the disappearances of these differences, 
is one that I wholeheartedly endorce. Furthermore, I think that it is one of 
the pressing tasks of contemporary philosophy to begin studying some of these 
significant existential differences, and to try to sort out those which might 
be considered analytic from those considered normical, or synthetic. ! I will 
welcome some suggestions from Prof. Roberts which go a little further than the 
traditional Jungian delineation of the masculine relation to reflection and 
strength and the feminine relation to emotion and gentleness. In other words, 
in order to defend this main thesis it is necessary to state clearly what 
these significant existential differences are. 


The paper, "Plato on Women: A Jungian Perspective", continues by attempt- 
ing to show that Jung accepts and preserves male and female identity while Plato 
appears to demand a disappearance of the kinds of qualities which are identified 
with woman. In particular when individuation or self-fulfillment is considered 
as a human goal for Jung, men must grow to be more like women,(accept their 
anima), and women must grow to be more like men, (accept their anumus), while 
for Plato the woman must become the same as men. Two questions must be asked 

about tnis: 1. Would a Jungian interpret Plato this way? 2. Is it a correct 
interpretation of Plato? 


In trying to come to terms with a Jungian approach to sex identity it 
is important to note that Jung claigs that there are not one but three central 
sources for one's countersexuality.* In addition to the anima or animus within 
there is also the influence of the archetypes of the opposite sex as well as 
the specific experiences one has had in one's own life with parents or close 
relatives of the opposite sex. This means that in order for a woman to achieve 
her full potential for sexual identification she must reach an integration of 
the unconscious and conscious of her own masculinity (the animus), the archetypes 
of the collective unconscious related to men (the wise man, the trickster, the 
spirit), and her own experiences of her father, grandfather, uncles and brother(s). 
The sate process is true for men, although the archetypes differ. Some examples of 
archetypes associated with women are: the earth mother, the evil temptress, the 
virgin goddess, the old hag, and the maiden. 


Mest discussion of the relation of Sung to Plato has focused on a 
comparison of the archetypes with the forms.’ It is interesting, therefore, 

to consider Prof. Roberts new approach which considers rather the process 
which leads to liberation or personal individuation. And it is correct to 
claim on one level that for Plato to be a liberated woman in the Republic 
means to live like the men. In particular it involves being a soldier, a 
worker, or a guardian. There seems to be little attention paid to "significant 
existential differences" between women and men. 
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And yet, I believe that it is a superficial interpretation of both 
Jung and Plato to believe that personal individuation ends at the point of 
integration of one's countersexuality. For both of these philosophers the 
process of individuation involves an eventual spiritual transformation and 
rebirth.4 This ultimate goal is the same for both women and men al though 
one should add that their respective starting points differ. 


Jung describes this process in many different ways, but one of them, 
developed by M.L. von Franz, focuses specifically on the ascending importance 
of varying anima or animus figures.° The lowest level is wholly physical and 
sensuous while the highest is religious and spiritual. The important point 
here is that the countersexual archetype serves the function of aiding the 
person to reach the fullest human development possible, it is a means to an 
end, not an end in itself. 


In Plato we find the same emphasis. Both’ the Republic and the Symposium 
through the allegory of the cave, the divided line, . and the ladder of love 
trace the process of the individuation of the person. The goal is to reach a 
vision of the good, to become reunited with the Forms, and to return to teach 
others to follow the same path, 6 If one is a woman, then this process is more 
difficult, and it takes longer, but the goal is the same. The soul must try to 
escape the cycle of rebirth. 


The important point to be made here is that in this process the soul is 
undifferentiated sexually. It is neither male nor female. Therefore it is incorrect 
to claim that for Plato the woman must become like man to be individuated. Both 
men and women are sexually differentiated by virtue of their particular bodies, 
but the soul is able to exist indevendently from the body. Therefore, if one wants 
to argue that Plato is advocating a disappearance of "significant existential. 
differences" between men and women then they must argue against his thesis for 
the immortality and subsistence-of the soul, not against his claim that men and 
women should be given equal education. 


Furthermore, there are good grounds for claiming that Jung also btelieved-in ar 
immortality that was both sexually undifferentiated and personally undifferentiated 
in his claim that after death the conscious disappears and the unconscious passes 
into a collective unconscious where there are neither spatial or temporal forms of 
differentiation. : 


My claim that for Plato the "original natures of women and men are the same" 
which Prof. Roberts suggests is weakly supported by section 465, in the Republic © 
may be given additional weight by a consideration of the function of the myths in 
Platos dialogues.Paul Friedlander claims that Plato uses myth on three levels in 
his dialogues.” The first level is considered to be uncritical and similar:to 
superstition. One obvious example of this kind of myth is the introductory dis- 
cussion in the Symposium where the different speakers propose theories for the ~ 


origin of love. The second level follows after a discursive and critical 
discussion of a subject, it goes further and leads one to new insights. Some 
examples of this level are the myth of Er at the end of the Republic, and the 
myth. of Diotima towards the end of the Symposium. Finally the third level 
of myth fills the whole dialogue and "renders intelligible the mysterious 
aspects of life." 10 The dialogues Timaeus and Phaedrus exemplify this level. 


The significance of Friedlander's insight into Plato's use of myth is that 
one must take seriously the third level of myth and specifically Plato's claim 
the soul pre-exists, is born into a cycle of lives, and eventually escapes this 
pattern by becoming. united with the Good. A man may be born as a woman for punishmen 
that is,he is given a weaker body in the next life, but Plato maintains consistently 


that the goal for all persons male or female is to escape the bodily condition. 
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Finally, I think it would be interesting to compare the path of the 
process of individuation in Plato more closely with Jung's description of 
male and female personality characteristics. In particular, the identification 
of intuition in Jung with the feminine and of reflection with the masculine 
would lead one to conclude that Plato very clearly saw the need for a person 
to develop all of these forms of knowing. The philosopher must nass from sense 
intuition, through discursive reason and dialogue, to intuition of the forms, 
and ultimately to intuition of the good. The higher and lower forms of intuition 
all demand a passivity of the intellect, a receptivity which is traditionally 
associated with the feminine, whereas the middle part of the path demands 
education and active discursive thought. This means that women for Plato must 
be trained to develop their so called masculine side, and men their so called 
feminine side in order to achieve liberation. Therefore, I conclude that in 
the final analysis Plato and Jung have much more in common than it might first 


appear. 
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